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Individuals with special needs are highly disadvantaged during the COVID-19
quarantine days, and families and children received limited support. Learning the
experiences, problems and solution suggestions of teachers who are responsible for the
education of children with special needs is of great importance in determining the plans
to be made to provide the necessary support. The purpose of this study is to investigate
in-service special education teachers’ experiences of emergency remote teaching and to
seek to understand the essence of their lived experiences during the COVID-19
pandemic. This qualitative study employs a phenomenological design. This current
interpretative phenomenological study consists of 21 special education teachers that meet
predetermined criteria. Semi-structured interviews were used to collect the data. Five key
questions and one closing question which were created by the researchers aligned with
the purpose of the study were asked to the participants. As a result of the data obtained
within the scope of the study, themes emerged according to special education teachers’
experiences such as technical infrastructure, ICT literacy, required technical support,
transformations in performance tracking and assessment, learning resource, problem
behaviors, goals and objectives, family engagement, person being supported, type of
support provided and decision about sustainability.

1. Introduction
Additional urgent measures in

the social and economic spheres were required, after the World Health

Organization declared it a pandemic disease in 2020. Shortly after, the COVID-19 pandemic, along with
the closure of schools to prevent the spread of COVID-19 in the community (Abdulamir & Hafidh, 2020),
has led to a dramatic transformation in how education is delivered (Elgicek, 2021). The abrupt change from
face-to-face to online learning has caused several issues for institutions and teachers in terms of redesigning
the instruction their students need (Yavuz et al., 2021). Because students with disabilities are multifaceted
learners with specialized requirements that coexist with their strengths, this has been relatively challenging
for special education teachers (Brunsting et al., 2014). Due to characteristics of traditional special education
routines such as individual education plans (IEP), classroom management practices and use of tangible
materials for instructions, adaptation to remote teaching became challenging for special education teachers.
In class face to face teaching requires teachers to modify every aspect of lessons according to students’
individual needs and their educational performances (Kargin, 2007).
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Education is a collaborative process in nature involving not only teachers but also students, parents and the
community. As for the continued education of individuals with special needs, parental and community
involvement are of even greater importance (Warner et al., 2015). Considering this fact, it would not be
incorrect to conclude that the experiences of stakeholders on the educational journey of a child with special
needs are interconnected. Furthermore, the current demand for homeschooling as a result of COVID-19
pandemic has increased the importance of this interaction and the roles of adults in this interaction (Brossard
et al., 2020). Children were severely affected due to the fact that schools were closed. Parents have been
concerned about developmental reflections that will affect their children during this process. Parents
indicated these difficulties such as change in routine, lack of special education services, limited physical
space, and food-and sleep-related issues (Latzer et al., 2021). The parents, who were physically deprived
of the support of special education centers and teachers, took on the roles of full-time caregivers and
teachers. Teachers, like parents, faced social and professional challenges (Klavina et al., 2021). The subject
of digital competencies of teachers has come to the forefront with the rise of emergency remote teaching
(Khlaif et al., 2020).

2. Literature
2.1. Emergency Remote Teaching

Emergency remote teaching (ERT), rather than online education -which is well-planned and designed to be
online from the beginning using an organized model- is a quick strategy used to describe teaching practices
that occur in response to an emergency circumstance such as the crisis during the Covid-19 pandemic
(Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020). The most important divergence point of the concept of ERT is that it arises
from necessity, and that different priorities and strategies must be employed (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020).
ERT has given a significant boost to online learning due to the Covid-19 pandemic imperative and forced
closure of schools, leading to the trial of new opportunities and approaches for the education system (Ferri
et al., 2020). The transition from a traditional learning environment to an ERT environment, on the other
hand, is frequently problematic and leaves stakeholders unprepared (Abel, 2020). It is considered important
to explore the experiences of students and families with inequitable opportunity to access due to school
closures and the abrupt shift to ERT (Aguliera & Nightengale-Lee, 2020).

Many studies in the literature have some criticisms for ERT, one primary factor of which is equal access to
ERT environments. Agreed with Kinnunen and Georgescu (2020), who state that ERT has such a strong
reliance on information and communication technology (ICT) that it reinforces the digital divide, Affouneh
et al. (2020) stress that basic access necessities such as having an opportunity to use Internet and devices,
being an ICT literate, connecting through a user-friendly ERT interface, and being technically supported
are the main fundamentals to ensure efficiency. In addition to technical assistance, O'Keefe et al. (2020)
claim that psychological, socio-cultural, academic, administrative, and professional development services
are critical for learners, instructors, administrators, guides, and consultants (Gen¢ Kumtepe et al., 2019) for
developing a successful, efficient, and long-term framework in open and distance learning systems.

2.2. Remote Teaching Practices in Special Education Before and After the COVID-19

Children with special requires a more structured, more repetitive activities, explicit modeling of skills,
active feedback to right and wrong responses, and systematic and consistent execution of instructional
processes when compared to their peers with typical development. In this context, active utilization of the
opportunities provided by technology provides convenience for teachers and contributes to the development
of children’s performances and learning new skills. When viewed through the lens of universal design, ICT
opens a plethora of possibilities for designing a teaching process that is sensitive to individual differences
(Ozbek, 2021).
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It is seen that the focus of the existing studies on providing special education services within the scope of
distance education is geared toward individuals living in rural areas who have difficulty accessing services
(Ludlow & Brannan 1999; Spooner et al., 1998). In this context, it is seen that the aim is to train staff and
to increase their qualifications rather than interacting with the children directly (Bullock et al. 2008; Jung
et al., 2006). Similarly, services for the needs of families and information are planned. Families require
assistance to meet the needs of their children at home, to support educational services, and to solve problems
that arise. In these cases, it is possible to reach experts with telerehabilitation applications (Gibbs & Toth-
Cohen, 2011). Telerehabilitation studies produce effective results in areas with limited access to education
for children with special needs and their parents. It has been a popular practice that has been widely used
during the pandemic process (Capri et al., 2020).

2.3. Special Education in Turkey Before the COVID-19 Pandemic

Children with special needs refer to a wide heterogeneous group with a wide range of individual
characteristics that differ from other diagnostic groups in terms of the severity of their disability and the
areas in which they require assistance (Cook & Schirmer, 2003). Special education services are planned
after a thorough examination of the characteristics of the individual with special needs. It is anticipated that
by providing an individualized education, the individual will be as self-sufficient as possible. In Turkey,
special education services are carried out by state-owned special education schools and private special
education rehabilitation centers (Ministry of National Education, 2018). The majority of special education
services are delivered through systematic intensive teaching in which students and teachers interact
individually or in small groups. In Turkey, inclusion practices exist in environments where a student with
special needs can receive education, such as special education practice schools, special education vocational
schools, special education classes within schools, and segregated schools for students with visual and
hearing impairments (Melekoglu et al., 2009). Turkey is a densely populated country, and statistics from
the Ministry of National Education show that the total number of students receiving special education
services in Turkey is 438.570 (National Education Statistics, 2020). A significant portion of this number,
318300 students, continue their education in general education settings under the umbrella of inclusion
practices. There are 53.837 students enrolled in separate educational institutions. 66.433 people are not
enrolled in any school and rely solely on private special education rehabilitation centers and private clinics
for care. (National Education Statistics, 2020) There are significant differences in the development levels
of cities across the country, as well as differences in access to services and limitations.

2.4. Special Education During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Individualized education is essential in the education of individuals with special needs (Kargin, 2007). For
this reason, it is not possible for all children with special needs to benefit from widespread television
broadcasts. Teachers should ensure that children’s needs are met in this context by directing families in
accordance with the individual needs of children. Considering the situation of students in special education
classes in Turkey, it is seen that there are children with different levels of need in a classroom. There are
children studying literacy in special education classes, as well as children with nonverbal autism spectrum
disorder. Teachers are expected to prepare content for each student and deliver it to them via a distance
education tool. It is not acceptable to state that there is a special requirement for a single type. Families may
also differ in terms of education level, financial income, and access to opportunities. Despite efforts to keep
educational services running during the pandemic, serious challenges were encountered in ensuring equal
access to education for all students (Akbulut et al., 2020). This affects families playing an effective role in
the education process of their children. It is common for families of children with special needs to be from
lower socioeconomic groups (Skiba et.al., 2005). As mentioned in Pinarcioglu, Kanbak and Siriner Onver’s
study (2021) Turkish families from low socioeconomic status have been facing significant challenges in
gaining access to ERT, such as less well equipped in terms of technological devices both in numbers and
in quality.
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During the pandemic process in Turkey, learning content for the curriculum was provided by broadcasting
with TV channels for all education levels developed by the Ministry of National Education. Similarly,
content for families and children was prepared and presented as TV broadcasts to support the development
of children from different diagnosis groups prepared by special education teachers. However, attention span
is one of the most significant issues with children with developmental disabilities, learning disabilities, or
autism spectrum disorder is attention span (Ferretti, 2019). Students' attention-related problems are an
obstacle for them to benefit from the distance education they spend in front of the screen. As a result, the
impact of TV broadcasts, especially those without direct contact, on children with special needs is thought-
provoking. To attract students' attention in the classroom, teachers use strategies such as symbol reinforcers,
classroom rules, and verbal triggers. They are deprived of these opportunities in distance education. The
use of hints in instruction, physical assistance, modeling, and sign hint forms necessitates the presence of
both the teacher and the student in the same setting. As a result, special education teachers found it difficult
to collaborate with students via computers in distance education. It was observed that experts in the field
and service provider organizations were attempting to assist families by coordinating information events
on the education of children with special needs from different sources, including social media, during this
process since field applied studies could not be conducted (Sani-Bozkurt et al., 2021).

2.5. Aim of the Study

Findings from the studies conducted in different countries show that individuals with special needs are
highly disadvantaged during the COVID-19 quarantine days, and families and children received limited
support (Dickinson et al., 2020; Jalali et al., 2020; Mbazzi et al., 2021; Simo-Pinatella et al., 2021). Learning
the experiences, problems and solution suggestions of teachers who are responsible for the education of
children with special needs is of great importance in determining the plans to be made in order to provide
the necessary support.

The purpose of this study is to investigate in-service special education teachers’ essence of their lived ERT
experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on the idea of van Manen (1990; cited in Wilson,
2015) that phenomenological studies should open or extend a conversation that continues to push the
boundaries of what is poorly defined and lacks conceptualization, the study focuses on special education
teachers’ (1) experiences related to all aspects of ERT such as infrastructure, accessibility of online
platforms for ERT, transformation in teaching and learning process, social-cultural and psychological
support services and (2) perspectives on sustainable online education based on their lived experiences. The
following research questions were created to reveal these points.

e What are special education teachers’ ERT experiences regarding access and infrastructure during
the pandemic period?

e What are special education teachers’ ERT experiences regarding teaching and learning process
during the pandemic period?

e What are special education teachers’ ERT experiences regarding social, cultural, and psychological
support services during the pandemic period?

e What are special education teachers” ERT experiences regarding sustainability during the pandemic
period?

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Design

A phenomenological design is employed in this qualitative research. A phenomenological design is a
qualitative research design used to explore the meanings of the perceptions or lived experiences of a
phenomenon generated by the participants and to collect in-depth knowledge about these meanings (Patton,
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2001; van Manen, 1990). there are two approaches followed in phenomenological studies: descriptive
phenomenology and interpretative phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990). While both
approaches share the same epistemological structure laid down by Husserl, since significant methodological
differences between approaches have arisen over the years, the researchers need to be careful when
choosing and naming their phenomenological approach as a research guide (Matua & van der Wal, 2014;
Reiners, 2012). In this present study, interpretative phenomenological approach (IPA) was chosen because
IPA aims to gain a deeper understanding of each participant’s lived experience by making sense of these
experiences through a reflexive process rather than simply describing the phenomenon under the study
(Lee, 2020). Phenomenon may be in the form of experiences, beliefs, tendencies, and concepts (Yildirim
& Simsek, 2018). The phenomenon investigated in this present study is the lived experiences of in-service
special education teachers related to ERT during COVID-19 pandemic.

3.2. Participants of the Study

Due to the nature of a phenomenological study, participants should be selected from individuals with
significant and meaningful experience of the phenomenon being investigated (Moustakas, 1994). Thus,
participants of the study were recruited through two types of purposive sampling with a combination of
criterion sampling and snowball sampling. Predetermined inclusion criteria for the participants to meet in
this study were that the special education teachers are (1) currently in-service at a special education center
in Turkey and (2) carrying out ERT activities for children with disabilities during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Based on snowball sampling, participants were asked whether they could recommend potential participants
who could volunteer to participate in this research and met the predetermined inclusion criteria. Related
literature on sampling in phenomenological studies indicates that the number of participants may vary
between 5 and 25, depending on the phenomenon observed and the phenomenological approach chosen in
the research (Creswell, 2007; Polkinghorne, 1989, cited in Saban & Ersoy, 2017). This current
interpretative phenomenological study consists of 21 special education teachers that meet predetermined
criteria. Demographics of the participants are shown in Table 1.

Table 1.

Participant Demographics

Variable Level Total (n=21)
Age M= 27.04 (SD= 4.08)
Female %61.9 (13)
Gender Male %38.1 (8)
. . M= 4.28 (SD= 2.84)
Experience Years in current school M= 2.76 (SD= 1.51)
. . Bachelor’s degree %90.5 (19)
Highest D
ighest Degree Obtained Master’s Degree %9.5 (2)
Private %52.4 (11)
School Type State %47.6 (10)
Digital Literacy* M= 3.57 (SD= .67)
Autism %52.4 (11)
Students’ Diagnoses Intellectual Disabilities %42.9 (9)
Learning Disabilities %4.8 (1)
Mild %19 (4)
Severity of Disabilities Profound %52.4 (11)
Severe %28.6 (6)

Note: Teachers asked to rank their digital literacy between 1-5.
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Study group consisted of 21 teachers (13 female, 8 male). All participants had bachelor’s degrees (in special
education) and three of them have master’s degree in special education. Teachers were working with
children who has mild (n=4), severe (n=11) and profound (n=6) disabilities. Diagnose groups were autism
(n=11), intellectual disabilities (n=9) and learning disabilities (n=1). Only one teacher had previous distance
education experience and only four teachers used any kind of distance education platform. Teachers
indicated that they used cellphones and WhatsApp for communication and lessons during quarantine period.
All 21 teachers were selected from different provinces of Turkey in order to able to reflect the existing
situation all around the country.

3.3. Context of the Study

Data collection process was completed online through phone calls. All participants attended interviews only
by voice option to answer questions asked by the interviewer on telephone.

3.4. Data Collection and Instrumentation

To reveal in-service special education teachers’ lived experiences and perceptions of the phenomenon
investigated in this present study, semi-structured interviews were used to collect the data. Placing the
demographic questions at the beginning of the interview, five key questions and one closing question which
were created by the researchers aligned with the purpose of the study were asked to the participants.
Prompts were also used when needed to probe deeper responses. Interview questions were constructed
based on the literature on ensuring effectiveness of instruction in distance learning environments during
COVID-19 pandemic (Lemay et al., 2021; Manca & Meluzzi, 2020; O’Keefe et.al, 2020; UNESCO, 2020).
Interview questions were investigating the teachers’ experiences related to (1) accessibility, (2) teaching &
learning process, (3) social, cultural, and psychological support services, (4) sustainability and (5)
reflections related to their lived experiences (Table 2). All the interviews were conducted through
telephone, audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim by one of the researchers.

3.5. Data Analysis

The data gathered through semi-structured interviews were analyzed based on the IPA steps suggested by
Smith and his colleagues (2009) with the help of NVivo software. Data analysis begins with transcribing
the audio recordings from semi-structured interviews verbatim into NVivo. While transcribing each
participant’s data, the researcher takes notes on not only the verbal expressions of the participant but also
prosodic features of the talk. Considering IPA has an idiographic, inductive and interrogative nature, Smith
and his colleagues (2009) have developed a six-step approach to analysis. The first two steps are (1) reading
and re-reading and (2) initial noting which are merged as indicated in the literature. As for these two steps,
researchers have repeatedly read the data by taking in-depth descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual
exploratory notes and commenting on the transcript of each participant in order to gain an overall
understanding of the data provided and to keep the experience of the participants at the center of the
analysis. Following the collection of all relevant statements, the two researchers (3) developed emergent
themes for the first participant's data through a comprehensive exploratory commentary procedure. At the
4th step, the researchers (4) searched for patterns and connections between emergent themes by using an
abstraction strategy in order to determine superordinate and subordinate. As for Step (5), Steps 3 and 4
were run for all the participants in turn. By the time the two researchers reached a consensus on the
determination of the frequent and potent themes, the researchers finalized the data analysis process that
they started together (Creswell, 2007).

3.6. Trustworthiness of the Study

Criteria related to credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability should be met to ensure
trustworthiness in a qualitative study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this study several strategies for enhancing
trustworthiness were used. Beyond the peer debriefing sessions that were held on a regular basis, coding
accuracy was also strengthened by having two researchers code each transcript and negotiate
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inconsistencies in the frequent and potent themes. Moreover, as for the credibility, member checking was
utilized through sending both verbatim transcripts and emergent themes to the participants to verify the
interview transcripts and to seek whether the participants’ own experiences are presented within the
synthesized themes by the researchers with accuracy (Birt et al., 2016). Dependability and confirmability
were met by establishing an audit trail which was then reviewed by an external auditor to verify that the
interpretations were indeed based on the data set, and the appropriateness of the findings (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). The external auditor was the researcher, who was not involved in the data analysis process. For
ensuring the transferability, in-depth explanation of the research context, the characteristics of the
participants, sampling techniques, the data collection and analysis process are provided in detail.

3.7. Ethical Considerations

All the participants were informed about the purpose and the procedure of the study, voluntary nature of
the participation in addition to the procedures were used to protect confidentiality (Groenewald, 2004).
Since the study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, a verbal informed consent was obtained
from the participants at the beginning of each online interview. Anonymity of the participants was assured
by allocating a pseudonym to each participant.

4. Findings
4.1. Findings Regarding the First Research Question: Access

Teachers’ responses to the first question reveal the experiences not only of teachers, but also of students in
accessing distance education systems. The codes emerged from the teachers’ responses to the first question
yielded four subordinate themes under the superordinate theme of access (Table 2): technical infrastructure
(f=55), information and communication technology (ICT) literacy (f=17) and required technical support
(f=14).

Table 2.

Teachers’ responses related to their experiences to accessibility

Theme Sub-theme Codes f
Accessibility Technical infrastructure Poor network coverage 55
Accessibility issues for required devices
Low socio-ecenomic status

Literacy Low ICT literacy skills of students 17
Dependence to low ICT literate
families/caregivers

Technical support Assistance needed about use of distance education 14
platforms
Assistance needed about digitan competencies

Teachers argued that the technical infrastructure challenges been faced were at both the individual and
public levels. Almost all the teachers (except for T3: “I also don't have internet at home, I don't have any
resources, technical infrastructure is problematic, it [referring remote teaching] wasn't very productive. ”)
indicated not having accessibility issues resulting from technical infrastructure individually as they already
had required devices and Internet connection (f=20), but such a problem had been a fact throughout the
country (f=16). On the other hand, most of the teachers (except for T4 and T19 working at private special
education rehabilitation schools in metropolitan areas) reported that this was not the case for students,
especially for the ones living in rural areas (f=19). ICT ownership and Internet access have been of great
importance; however, it was found that families in rural areas were at a significant disadvantage due to low
socio-economic status and poor network coverage. T2 explained this inequality of opportunity as follows:
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“Most of our students, appr. 80% of them, come from rural areas, we have very few students from the city.
Most of the students in the village do not have a smartphone... Some of them even need to go to the top for
Internet coverage. The ones in the city do not have these kinds of problems.”

Besides inadequate technical infrastructure, lack of ICT literacy skills is another barrier to access. Four of
the teachers mentioned that their ICT skills regarding the use of digital platforms for teaching such as
Education Information Network (EBA), WhatsApp, Skype and so forth were weak at the beginning.
However, they also emphasized that they developed their ICT skills in a very short time by force of the
challenging conditions during Covid-19 pandemic and adapted to the new situation immediately (T1:
“Well, this is my first year in the profession. I hadn’t known about EBA before. A password was given to
me and I entered. Then, I solved EBA with my own means by fiddling with it.”, T15: “First I figured out
how to use it, then I tried to explain it to the parents, ..."). As for the students, because of their type of
disabilities and the severity of their disabilities, the teachers liaised closely with parents where possible.
Eight teachers mentioned 13 times that weak ICT skills of students/families/caregivers (S/F/C) emerges as
another important barrier to access since it leads inability to access the distance education platforms (T5:
“Involving families is the hardest part, both the infrastructure and the fact that they are not consciously
literate is a big problem.”).

Teachers found it challenging navigating the online systems which had been hastily set up and typically
supplied without any training. Thirteen teachers stated that during this transition period technical support
was not provided by their institution, so that they had to overcome the technical issues (such as
infrastructure and digital competencies) with their own efforts (T2: “I did not receive any support from the
institution. Just I got news from the WhatsApp group about how we should work. But nothing was done to
adapt to the process.”). Only one teacher (T8) mentioned that the existing website of the institution was
used as a digital content delivery platform for the in-class stakeholders who had device/internet access
problems.

4.2. Findings Regarding the Second Research Question: Teaching & Learning Process

According to the teachers in this present study, their experiences related to the teaching & learning process
yielded four subordinate themes (Table 3): occurrence of problem behaviors and regression (f=16),
transformations in performance tracking and assessment (f=16), learning resources (f=14), intended goals
and objectives (f=11) and family engagement (f=10).
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Table 3.

Teachers’ responses related to their experiences to teaching & learning process
Theme Sub-theme Codes f
Teaching &Learning Problem behaviors and Lack of pyshical activity 16
Process regression Low tolerance level of families

Loss of academic and non-academic skills

Performance tracking and  Limitations 16
assessment Dissatisfaction with the assessments done by
parents/caregivers
Lack of feedback

Lack of direct observation
Opportunities
Digital tools

Learning resources The changing role of families into teachers 14
Everyday items as learning materials
Digital learning materials

Intended goals and Focusing on self-care skills 11
objectives Focusing on independent living skills

Focus on preserving existing skills rather than

developing new skills
Family engagement

Consistent with the related literature (Guller et al., 2021), more than half of the teachers (f=13) reported to
have observed a significant increase in their students' problem behaviors during the stay-at-home period.
According to the teachers, the following factors might have contributed to the emergence of problem
behavior: (1) Children of all ages have been deprived of physical activity. T5 described the effect of a lack
of physical activity on revealing problem behaviors by saying “One of my students wanted to go out so bad
and attempted to jump out the window. What a challenging period for them. There are several children
who display problem behavior.” (2) As a result of the psychological and economic challenges caused by
the Covid-19 circumstances, families' tolerance levels have decreased (T13: “It is not easy for families to
work like professionals. The increase in problem behaviors is somewhat related to the decrease in the
family's tolerance. As tolerance declines, problem behavior diversifies.”). Regression was one of the
unfavorable outcomes of ERT, in addition to the occurrence of problem behaviors. Three teachers reported
that the students have been showing a loss of academic and non-academic skills since schools closed due
to Covid-19. T14 explained this as follows: “I believe that students are regressing, yes. There is definitely
a regression, particularly among the children I taught how to read and write.”, T11: “I believe there has
been a setback, particularly in the child who used to go to school every day but now stays at home. During
this time, he/she spent far too much time at home, watching TV, playing games on tablets, etc. It became
increasingly difficult for them fo sit in during the course. Motivation has decreased significantly.”

In terms of monitoring and evaluating student performance, teachers claimed that ERT applications have
both imposed limitations (f=13) and revealed opportunities (f=3). The limitations were explained under the
sub-themes of dissatisfaction with the assessments done by parents/caregivers and the lack of feedback.
Nine teachers expressed dissatisfaction with the assessment done by parents/caregivers. While T4 explained
her/his displeasure by focusing on the reliability of the data gathered by families (“I ask families to mark
the checklist with a plus or minus, but I'm not sure if it's a reliable follow-up™.), T10 indicated that the main
barrier to an effective student evaluation has been the lack of direct observation of the student’s
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performance with a statement as follows: “We are [referring teachers] now completely in the hands of the
family, ... We assign a task ... They say the child did it, but we are unsure whether it was done. The problem
is that we have no control over the situation.”’). Four teachers reported substantial difficulties in receiving
feedback from families/caregivers. Families/caregivers either do not provide feedback or provide feedback
that is inadequate or misleading. T8 expressed her concern with the lack of feedback in the following quote:
“I don't feel like I'm teaching. I have no idea whether the child learned or not, whether the family did the
right thing, how the child reacted, or whether the child is progressing or regressing.” On the other hand,
three teachers emphasized the digitalization of performance tracking and assessment methods, which opens
a new window of opportunity for alternative practices (T21: “I send them videos that explain exactly what
they need to do and how to do it. They make a video of the child performing the task and send it to me. I try
to monitor the progress and give feedback. This is how we work now.”).

The sudden shift to ERT environments has necessitated a reconsideration of students' learning resources
(f=14). Since Covid-19 lockdown orders made students stay at home, parents were compelled to act as
teachers, organizing the students' learning environments, delivering information, monitoring their
performance, and so on. T15 explained the negative consequences of this transformation in the teacher's
role as follows: “Despite the fact what is being demanded of us to be completely absurd, we continue to
provide the same IEPs to parents without revising the goals. ... . We are in such a scenario that the parents
as practitioners are totally confused.” Six other teachers were also on the same page as T15. Besides,
teachers (f=7) noted that they had to revise how instructional materials supporting students in achieving
intended learning objectives were designed. While 5 teachers claimed that they replaced teaching and
learning materials with everyday items, two teachers stated that they selected and used digital materials
appropriate to their students’ special needs. The examples of direct quotations from the teachers’ responses
are given as follows: T4: “Yes, it has evolved significantly, particularly in terms of materials. For example,
while performing matching activities with various materials at the institution, items such as kitchenware
were used that the child could easily access, and that the family could provide at home. We mostly used
materials from the family's daily life.”, T15: “As the parents got confused, I prepared them instructional
materials such as videos and pictures at home.”

As face-to-face courses were switched to online delivery, more than half of the teachers (f=11) stated that
they needed to revisit the intended goals and objectives and make changes in response to recent
circumstances. While four teachers stated that they focused their efforts on self-care and independent living
skills for their students (T9: “My student, a 14-year-old female student, was not doing self-care and daily
life skills. We did not have an environment for this at school. She worked with her mother to cook soup,
hang laundry and use a dishwasher at home. We made her acquire a very different skill.”), four teachers
stated that they did not attempt to acquire new skills for their students, but rather maintained their existing
skills (T3: “We were already beyond the goals when I had the kids, ..., we worked on the same goals over
and over instead of learning new skills.”). Furthermore, even though three teachers mentioned that they
revised the intended goals and the objectives appropriate to the current circumstances, they did not clarify
the essence of the change.

Aside from the constraints noted above, almost half of the teachers (f=10) highlighted a promising side
effect thanks to the ERT applications, which is improved family engagement. The examples of direct
quotations from the teachers’ responses regarding the family engagement are given as follows: T11: “My
relationships with the parents are better now, and | think they have become more aware. They fell into a
sudden rush (referring to them becoming teachers at home) and this rush raised their awareness. | believe
they now have a better understanding of their children. The questions they ask are more significant and of
higher quality.”, T4: “I believe our relationship with the parents has improved significantly. There were
moments when they acknowledged us to be right, when they were able to better monitor their children, ..."
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4.3. Findings Regarding the Third Research Question: Social, Cultural and Psychological Support
Services

According to the findings, there were eight teachers who stated that they did not receive any form of
assistance (Table 4).

Table 4.

Teachers’ responses related to their experiences to social, cultural and psychological support services

Theme Sub-theme Codes f
Support Services  Psychological support for School guidance 10
SIFIC Teachers’ personal attempt
Socio-cultural support for Out-of-school activitiesLive boradcasts of experts
S/IFIC
Administrative support Information abot changing laws and regulations 18
Techno-pedagogical support Shared digital materials 10

ERT learning environments

Two of the participants remained silent on the subject. Only eight teachers as the ERT practitioners
mentioned that they received administrative (f=8) and techno-pedagogical (f=2) support. According to the
findings, administrative support they experienced included being informed about changing laws and
regulations regarding the on-going ERT process across the country, current decisions made by the Republic
of Turkey Ministry of National Education, and by the institution. T1 explained administrative support as
follows: “Weekly updates were being sent via WhatsApp by principal and assistant principal, and we were
informed of live courses that we needed to alert the parents about. The administrators were able to convey
information about the procedure in this way”. Techno-pedagogical support consisted of (1) determining
and sharing the digital resources (such as activity sheets, instructional videos, etc.) appropriate to the
students collaboratively with the other colleagues and (2) rearranging the teaching environment in
accordance with the emerging ERT technologies to be used. Teachers’ responses to receiving techno-
pedagogical support are exemplified as follows: “4 WhatsApp group was formed by the assistant principal.
We talked about our experiences such as how to use Zoom, what activities are being shared and which
teacher is doing what and how.” [T13], “It was the institution's idea to put educational videos on our
website; we were always talking about what we could do. We all benefit from this environment” [T8].
However, none of the participants mentioned that there had been organized an in-service training or a
professional development program on this newly emerging specific issue, ERT.

Another aspect investigated within the scope of this research question was whether S/F/C had encountered
any support services. As observed from the statements of the teachers, not only the teachers but also the
institutions had done their best to let the S/F/C benefit from both psychological (f=9) and socio-cultural
(f=9). Only seven teachers responded to this question on the subordinate theme of psychological support.
Five of these teachers claimed that, despite the fact that they were not professionals in this field, they
attempted to provide psychological support with their own efforts to the S/F/C at the request of the
institution administration. T2 and T9 explained this as follows: “Since the billing due dates for the
rehabilitations had arrived the administration said that we should do something for the parents in case the
process takes longer than expected. So, we shared the students equally. ...”, “Psychological support was
planned to serve to the parents rather than myself. They (referring to the administration) asked us (referring
teachers) to meet with the families. But, well, I am not an expert. | did it on my way . T11 and T18 indicated
that they attempted to guide the parents by providing live broadcasts of special education experts on
Instagram (T18: “T attempt to watch the broadcasts and tell my parents to do so on Instagram. They include
both psychological counseling and instruction on how to help the student study at home.”). Only two
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teachers (T2 and T21) stated that psychological support has been provided by the school guidance and
counselling services (T21: “I'm not sure how the school guidance service is performing, but I'm not sure
how active they are, and | doubt they can afford to have so many parents. ”). According to the findings,
even if they were of limited scope, various activities that could be classified as socio-cultural support such
as celebrating online National Sovereignty and Children's Day on 23" of April (f=7), Mother’s Day on 9t
of May (f=1) and a students’ birthday were organized by 7 teachers.

4.4. Findings Regarding the Fourth Research Question: Sustainability Insights

According to the findings, the maintenance of legal obligation for ERT across the country during emergency
circumstances is the most critical factor influencing teachers' insights related to the fourth research question.
All the teachers except T14 and T20 working at private special education rehabilitation schools mentioned
that they would continue their ERT activities by their own efforts and conscientious commitments if the
legal responsibility remains (T4: “I will continue to support in some way as long as | have to, but | have
serious concerns about efficiency.”, T1. “I will continue to check students as long as the process continues
in this manner. Of course, | expect to get tired at some point, but | feel compelled to do this
conscientiously.”). T14 and T20 stated that since private institutions pay teachers during distance education
at an unsatisfactory financial level, they would be unable to continue their education activities in the
following academic year, even if the legal obligation remains (T14: “I plan not to continue. My institution
has never supported me. There are also financial problems.”, T17: “... We are not getting full salary at the
moment, very low amounts. It is impossible to go on like this until September, I can't, it would be too bad.”).
Aside from this circumstance, teachers' perspectives on sustainability emerged as a result of both their
ongoing ERT experiences and their individual beliefs. According to the findings (Table 5), all of the
teachers were skeptical about the long-term viability of ERT activities as currently implemented. So much
so that, as ERT in the field of special education is contrary to the nature of field-specific practice, 12
teachers directly provided negative opinions. (T4, “In terms of sustainability, we are embarking on a path
that will undoubtedly be ineffective in terms of special education.”, T8: “I don't think I'll last long. Things
get out of hand as the process drags on.”). The underlying reasons for teachers' negative opinions were
found to be that teachers who have been deprived of support services experience low motivation over time
(f=5) and ERT practices cause a decline in skill acquisition (f=4). The examples of direct quotations from
the teachers’ responses regarding the sub-themes are given as follows: T14: “To be honest, I am alienated
from the situation. | was eager at first, but because | couldn't get support, my motivation dropped
significantly.”, T19: “I can't easily switch to teaching a new skill during this process; instead, | try to
protect the existing one or stay in touch.”. However, promisingly, eight teachers expressed that
sustainability could only be achieved if ERT practices are blended with traditional teaching (K2: “Even if
the children come to school, | believe that after-school activities such as distance education should continue
in this manner”) and support services mentioned in the findings of the third research question both for
teachers and S/F/C are provided.

Table 5.
Teachers’ responses related to their perspectives on long-term viability of ERT
Theme Sub-theme Codes f
Sustainability Not sustainable Contrary to the nature of field-specific 21
practice
Low motivation over time
Conditionally sustainable In case of providing support services 17

In case of blending ERT practices with
traditional teaching
Sustainable -* -
NOTE: No positive views on long-term vialibity of ERT
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5. Conclusion and Suggestions

As a consequence of COVID-19 crisis, the sudden closure of schools has revealed the need for online
systems for maintaining the teaching and learning process. It is not surprising that technological
infrastructure is the key priority for accessibility, given that both students and teachers must provide
required technological devices and internet access to engage in these emerging learning environments.

It is seen that families have socio-economic problems during the quarantine period. Many teachers stated
that parents had limited sources of internet and technology access. Particularly multiple school age children
in one home situation created the biggest issues. Insufficient internet access and the physical environment
of the house are seen as the main limitations. Socioeconomic status is one of the main definitive variables
of lives of children with special needs beginning from the diagnosis (Yingling et al., 2018). The access
problems of the families limited the instructional activities of the teachers significantly. Many teachers
stated that they informed families about how to work with their children through phone calls and messages.
Infrastructure problems were found to be the greatest barrier that prevented teachers from working with
their students online. Teachers stated that they used their own personal resources in terms of accessibility
in this process, and that they did not receive any help in terms of digital literacy or infrastructure support.
Especially families from rural areas have disadvantages in technology access. An important issue
emphasized by many teachers is the difficulties experienced in rural areas. It has been found that
accessibility problems of families and teachers living in rural areas are greater than families living in urban
areas.

It is seen that education and training processes have undergone a transformation during the ERT period.
Teachers faced the challenge of modifying their educational process during the transition to the home
environment. Families' accessibility problems created an important limitation for teachers to adapt their
educational activities. For this reason, teachers tried to teach parents how to work with their children by
cooperation. Teachers modified their educational goals according to home environment and related skills.
Teachers expressed that their level of cooperation with parents increased, and this is the only positive
outcome of quarantine process for them. It is stated that during the quarantine period, special education
teachers have difficulties in communicating directly with students, they rarely do online education, and the
infrastructure accessibility of families are an important limitation (Simo-Pinatella et al., 2021). However,
teachers stated that they could not measure the performance of the students in order to control the progress
and update the goals, and they could not get feedback from the families on how the activities in the
worksheets were completed. Teachers often emphasized that families' overly corrective and overly helpful
attitudes undermined the quality of their activities with their children.

Teachers stated that an important expectation of parents from them, besides educational activities, is
information and help in controlling problem behaviors of their children. During the quarantine period, there
has been an increase in the emotional and behavioral problems of children with special needs (Guller et al.,
2021). When the results are analyzed, it is clear that problem behaviors of children with special needs are
on the rise, that they exhibit reactive behaviors to disruptions in their routines, and that being unable to go
out triggers rage attacks. Teachers stated that families face significant difficulties as a result of this.
According to research performed in many countries, families do not receive adequate help to work with
their children and deal with challenges throughout the quarantine period (Canning & Robinson, 2021;
Couper-Kenney & Riddell, 2021; Jalali et al., 2020; Mbazzi et al., 2021; Simo-Pinatella et al., 2021). In
this context, it would not be inaccurate to state that children with special needs and their families were
among those who felt the high-level harmful effects during the COVID-19 pandemic.

It is seen that the needs of teachers in the emergency remote education process are not only in the context
of accessibility, technological opportunities and educational activities, but also, they need psychological
support due to the intense workload and changing working conditions brought by the process. Teachers
stated that they did not receive any support in this context, but that families needed support in this context

328



JETOL 2022, Volume 5, Issue 2, 316-335 Kuzu Demir, E. B., Ozbek, A. B., & Demir, K.

rather than themselves. It has been found that the pandemic has a psychological impact on children with
special needs and their families. The pandemic increased the stress and anxiety levels of families with
special needs children (Asbury et al., 2020). This situation influences the level of care that families can
offer to their children. When special education teachers are unable to work individually with students, they
work with their families to achieve their goals. It is claimed that depending on their degree of self-efficacy
and resilience, families may participate in the process and provide help to their children under exceptional
circumstances (Tsibaki, 2021). Teachers indicate that the psychological characteristics of families, as well
as socioeconomic factors, vary in their ability to cope with the difficulties encountered during the process.
It is seen that families do not get enough psychological support and experience significantly higher stress
and anxiety than before the pandemic (Willner et al., 2020). Teachers stated that families did not receive
any support and it was not possible for them to provide this support themselves. This situation stands out
as a severe problem that needs to be solved. It is stated that families do not receive support during the
quarantine process, and they need support to cope with the emotional problems and stress brought by the
pandemic process, as well as economic and accessibility problems (Kaya & Sahin, 2021; Lake et al., 2021;
Mbazzi et al., 2021; Paulauskaite et al., 2021).

All education professionals have certain habits, preferences, and beliefs regarding their profession, and
therefore they may have differing views on the use of ICT in educational activities (Eickelmann &
Vennemann, 2017). All of the special education teachers in the study group stated that distance education
is not suitable for providing special education services and that it is against the nature of special education
methods in the field. Most of the teachers justified their negative views with the difficulties they
encountered in the process, accessibility problems and not being able to receive support. While the teachers
defined the only positive outcome of their emergency distance education practices as being able to include
the family in the educational process and increased level of cooperation, they stated that they would like to
continue their studies with traditional special education methods unless there is a legal obligation. In a
recent study conducted in Turkey, it is stated that families find it right to close schools, but they think that
online education is not effective for students with special needs similar to teachers (Yarimkaya & T6man,
2021).

Considering the effectiveness and benefits of ERT for students with special needs, teachers stated that they
concern. Attention span is one of the most significant issues with children with developmental disabilities,
learning disabilities, or autism spectrum disorder (Ferretti, 2019). Students' attention-related problems are
an obstacle for them to benefit from the distance education they spend in front of the screen. As a result,
the impact of TV broadcasts, especially those without direct contact, on children with special needs is
thought-provoking. To attract students' attention in the classroom, teachers use strategies such as symbol
reinforcers, classroom rules, and verbal triggers. They are deprived of these opportunities in distance
education. The use of hints in instruction, physical assistance, modeling, and sign hint forms necessitates
the presence of both the teacher and the student in the same setting. For this reason, special education
teachers experienced limitations in working with students via computers during ERT.

The experiences of special education teachers have also changed according to the type of institutions they
work. Teachers working in private schools stated that their income decreased and that there were problems
in getting their salaries on time and expressed that there was a possibility that they would not continue to
serve in case of a new quarantine. These findings show that special education teachers did not receive
enough support to answer families' needs during the ERT process, and they were in need of direction and
guidance. Many participants emphasized honor of being a teacher and stated that they gave to support their
students and families related with their character traits such as love of profession, sense of responsibility
and conscientiousness.

The findings show that there is a need for measures to be taken in order to continue the special education
services in a qualified way in case of a possible transition to distance education (Yakar, 2021). The most
fundamental problem is the families' lack of technological opportunities and inadequacy of infrastructure.
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In this context, it is necessary to prepare action plans specific to schools. The limitations expressed by
teachers from different parts of the country are specific to their schools and regions. In this context, it is
necessary to give authority and responsibility to school administrations to identify disadvantaged families
for the continuation of education and training services and to provide the necessary support to families.
Practices that are tried to be carried out throughout the country do not meet the needs of families living in
urban and rural areas equally. It is thought that it is important for each institution to prepare an action plan,
considering the characteristics of its employees and students. It can be stated that the problems of not being
able to get institutional support, which teachers often voiced, and the lack of a roadmap for how they should
manage the process, can be solved in this way.

Conducting the distance education process in an inclusive way on online learning platforms can be seen as
a challenging but it is not an impossible task (Parmigiani et al., 2020). Students with special needs who
study in general education settings in accordance with individualized education programs as part of
inclusive education represent a particular dimension of the process. In addition to the distance education
lessons, teachers needed to arrange small or individual events for their students with special needs. It created
a compelling situation for teachers. It will be useful to examine how this situation is experienced in Turkey
and in different countries in the world, and the difficulties experienced by students who continue their
education within the inclusive education practices.
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Appendix 1.
Participants’ Information
Participant  Sex Age School Area School Type Experience Students’
Disability
Severity
T1 F 24 Urban State 2 Profound
T2 M 25 Rural Private 3 Profound
T3 F 28 Rural State 5 Mild
T4 M 26 Urban Private 4 Profound
T5 M 26 Urban Private 5 Severe
T6 M 27 Rural State 4 Profound
T7 F 23 Rural State 1 Profound
T8 F 25 Urban Private 3 Mild
T9 F 26 Rural State 3 Severe
T10 M 28 Urban State 5 Profound
T11 F 24 Rural Private 2 Profound
T12 F 24 Urban Private 2 Severe
T13 F 26 Urban Private 3 Severe
T14 F 26 Rural State 4 Profound
T15 F 25 Rural State 3 Profound
T16 F 30 Urban Private 7 Profound
T17 F 28 Urban Private 4 Mild
T18 M 29 Urban Private 6 Mild
T19 F 27 Urban Private 4 Profound
T20 M 28 Rural State 5 Severe
T21 M 43 Rural State 15 Severe
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